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The Urban Environment: Agendas and Problems
David Grierson, University of Strathclyde, UK
Abstract: The United Nations estimate that by 2025 there will be around 5 billion people living in urban areas, more than
the total world population 20 years ago. Currently, the developed nations are the most urbanised with, on average around
three-quarters of their population living in cities, but this is changing. Increased levels of economic growth, of migration,
of population expansion and, in some cases, of unprecedented industrial growth, mean that Asia and Africa will be the regions
most radically affected by urban development over the next twenty years. Increasing debate on issues of urban sustainability
has led to the consolidation of environmental agendas and the definition of a specific body of problems and policy issues
on two levels. The first involves green agenda problems occupying the concerns of many in the developed nations such as
global warming, ozone-layer depletion, loss of bio-diversity, deforestation, and the exhaustion of non-renewable resources.
For the developing world, however, these global environmental problems are less immediate than the need to resolve acute
problems relating to poverty and the so-called brown agenda problems of air and water pollution, inadequate waste man-
agement, the lack of basic services and green areas, declining infrastructure, and poor housing conditions, as well as issues
of health, crime, violence, and social exclusion. It is now a commonly held belief that the green agenda cannot be addressed
until the urgent problems of urban social deprivation and inequalities are resolved. This paper reviews the scale and
character of contemporary urbanisation and the rapid growth of cities, particularly within the developing nations, and ex-
amines associated implications with respect to the physical arrangement of cities, their resource consumption and their
environmental impact.
Keywords: Urbanisation, Urban Growth, Environmental Agendas, Equity, Sustainability
Global Cities and “Globalopolis”
TODAY’S CITIES HAVE the potential tobe vibrant, sociable, life-enhancing centresof civilisation. They can offer access to cre-
ativity, innovation, diversity and information,
improved health, higher literacy, and a better quality
of life. They can embody the diversity and energy
of human pursuits. Offering efficiencies, amenities
and opportunities not found elsewhere, they can be
in many ways extraordinary engines of economic
and social progress. On average people who live in
cities will have higher incomes and live, healthier,
easier lives than those who live in rural areas. Histor-
ically cities have been places where most economic
activity has occurred and where great wealth has
been generated as a result. They have provided cap-
ital, labour and markets for entrepreneurs and innov-
ators at all levels of economic activity. Many, having
become centres of modern industry and commerce,
of wealth and political power, account for a dispro-
portionate share of a nation’s income.
According to some, cities now fulfil amore import-
ant role than individual countries in the process of
open-ended wealth creation, in large part because of
their ability to adapt to change (Jacobs, 1984). And
across the planet cities are changing dramatically.
We are in the midst of a massive urban transition
unprecedented in its scale and celerity. Some of the
most powerful cities, in the developed economies of
North America, western Europe and Japan, have
become international growth machines of a new
global economy that regards every region of the
world either as a source of raw materials, a produc-
tion centre, or an emerging market. Over the last
thirty years the pace of growth in these cities has
accelerated and, as they get better at what they do
their inherent efficiency translates into gains in pro-
ductivity. Today decisions made in London, New
York, and Tokyo today have an impact on jobs,
wages and the general economic well-being of places
as remote as Santiago in Chile or Chennai in India.
The restructuring of the world economy in recent
years is one of the most powerful forces in the con-
tinuing evolution of cities and has enormous implic-
ations for the structure of the global system of cities,
the functions cities perform and the nature of social
life within them. The most prosperous cities, having
successfully managed the conversion from an indus-
trial base to post-industrial employment in finance,
services, and information processing, now boast new
skylines, converted waterfronts and regenerated res-
idential areas populated by a new urbanmiddle class
trained in high technology.
But as an economic, political and socio-cultural
phenomenon, globalisation involves an often contra-
dictory and highly mediated process. And there are
different and conflicting interpretations regarding its
significance for cities and their future. Globalising
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trends can bring enormous prosperity to some cities
but they can also give rise to social and economic
inequities in others. As urban sociologist Saskia
Sassen (1994) has pointed out, the pressures acting
upon cities is unevenly spread reflecting an increas-
ingly polarised global society and an emerging new
geography of inclusion and exclusion at local, region-
al and international level. This new geography as-
sumes many forms and operates in many terrains,
from the distribution of telecommunication facilities
to the structure of the economy and of employment.
And even the most powerful cities of the developed
economies are blighted by unemployment, poor
quality housing stock and as disparities widen among
the incomes of high- and low- wage workers a
growing underclass is emerging.
Cities, and in particular the large metropolitan
centres of the world, have grown more complex and
diverse in the context of international economic re-
structuring, while often becoming more socially di-
vided and physically fragmented. Anonimity be-
comes a way of life for many. Information theorist
Marshall McLuhan wrote in the 1960s about the
concept of the “global village”wherein remote inhab-
itants would learn to respect one another’s lifestyle
through the medium of television (McLuhan, 1968).
But reality has intervened. Real villagers get to know
one another by being in close proximity over an ex-
tended period of time. When we glimpse the lives
of others on today’s television footage, it is dans le
dépassement.There is little engagement and no sense
of belonging. “Globalopolis” has become a more
recognizable concept to us these days (Girardet,
1999). In the global marketplace cities have become
independent actors that must compete with one an-
other for investment and capital in order to create
employment opportunities for their citizens. The
success of a city is then a function of its ability to
integrate itself in the global society, as much as it is
a measure of its ability to develop links to the nation
or its immediate hinterland or region. Cities that fail
to be assimilated into this international social order
can experience economic decline or “distress”.1 In-
creasingly those who live in a complex urban envir-
onment define by reinforced concrete, tinted glass,
and high speed living have more in common with
one another on the surface than with those who live
in rural areas nearby, even although they may not
share the same language.
Urban Growth, Urbanisation and the
Blurring of Boundaries
There are more people living in the worlds cities
today than were alive a hundred years ago. The de-
veloped nations are currently the most urbanised
with, on average around three-quarters of their pop-
ulation living in cities. In these countries, the fastest
urban growth took place over a century ago and al-
though growth continues today (at less than 1 percent
per year) it is at a much slower rate than it has been
in previous decades. The majority of the population
shift occurring in developed countries now involves
movement away from concentrated urban centres to
either vast, sprawlingmetropolitan regions (suburbs)
or to smaller cities.
Today growth rates are extremely high in the rap-
idly industrialising cities of Southeast Asia and Latin
America. Cities in these regions offer many advant-
ages over rural villages, having more employment
opportunities and superior infrastructure and living
conditions. Even so, infrastructure facilities, such as
road networks and wastewater treatment plants lag
far behind what is needed. The result is among other
city-wide problems congested city streets, and
mounting air and water pollution. Although many
people live in the relative comfort of highly serviced
homes huge numbers of poor people live in
‘shantytowns’, illegal settlements with conditions
almost as bad as those in the poorest cities.
Africa and Asia are currently around 40 percent
urban but it is in these regions that the most explosive
growth is taking place. Cities in these nations will
absorb a disproportionate share of urban growth in
the decades to come. Africa, currently the least urb-
anised continent, is experiencing an unprecedented
level of urban expansion which will result in more
than half of its population living in or around cities
by the year 2030. The percentage of population
residing in urban areas in Asia will be even higher
at around 54 percent (UNPD, 2005). Because of in-
creased levels of economic growth, of migration, of
population expansion and, in some cases of unpre-
cedented industrial growth, the bulk of the new urban
population in the twenty-first century will be made
up of African and Asian people. Asia, in particular
is about to go urban in a big way. Its urban popula-
tion is expected to increase by a staggering I billion
people over the next twenty years (UNPD, 2004).
There is no historical precedent for increases of this
order of magnitude. The rate of urbanisation that
results, relative to the level of economic or industrial
development that exists, is so excessive that it is of-
ten referred to as ‘hyper-urbanisation’ or ‘over-urb-
1 Increasingly over the last thirty years as manufacturing has become dispersed around the globe, some cities which have historically served
as manufacturing centres in Europe, North America and Australia are experiencing economic decline as manufacturing, shifts to Asia,
South and Central America and elsewhere in the developing world.
THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL, CULTURAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY, VOLUME 3
2
anisation’. In these countries the rapid urbanisation
now under way will increasingly concentrate both
population and economic growth in cities, intensify-
ing the problems of the urban environment.
A principal culmination of five thousand years of
human history is a world of giant cities (Dear, 1999).
More and more of us are now living in cities of
populations greater than 1 million (about the size of
Glasgow or Birmingham). By the year 2015, 12 of
the world’s 15 largest cities will be in Asia; only one
New York will be in North America; none will be
in Europe.
Kingsley Davis (1965) presented a clear frame-
work for understanding population dynamics and
urban growth, defining the process of ‘urbanisation’
as, “the switch from a spread out pattern of human
settlement to one of concentration in urban centres”.
It is clear that, although this process has occurred
throughout the world at varying rates during all of
human history, our own particular place in the history
of the city is unique. Since the middle of the twenti-
eth century the population of the world’s cities has
soared from 200 million to more than 3 billion. This
growth reached a significant stage in 2005 when, for
the first time in human history, around one half of
the global population, an estimated 3.3 billion, was
deemed to live in and around cities (UNPD, 2005).
Predictions suggest that it will be well into the
twenty-first century before urban population signific-
antly slows down (Devas and Rakodi, 1993).
Davis had stressed the impact of ‘excessive’ pop-
ulation growth on world urbanisation and predicting
that the less developed countries would eventually
be unable to sustain their populations. He concluded
that there would be an end to urbanisation but not
necessarily to absolute population growth, economic
development, the physical size of cities, or the abso-
lute number they might contain. The “end of urban-
isation”, he said, occurs in industrialised countries
when there is no longer a large enough rural popula-
tion to create a significant migration to cities, or the
suburban population begins to increase as fast as the
urban population.
Davis, however, recognised that pushing the
definition of ‘urban’ away from the notion of dense
settlement towards sprawl means, in a sense, that the
slowing down of urbanisation is more apparent than
real; in effect an increasing number of urbanites
simply become suburbanised. In this way, he accur-
ately predicted that the boundaries of urban places
within developed countries would become blurred;
as a society becomes advanced enough to be highly
urbanised the whole “concept of urbanisation be-
comes ambiguous” (Davis, 1965).
A Deteriorating Environment
The deleterious impact of the process of urbanisation
on the environment is unambiguous. Although the
world has witnessed economic and social progress
during recent decades economic and social gains
have been unequally distributed and there are signi-
ficant environmental implications inherent in these
changes. As cities compete with one another to attract
manufacturing and other services, the bargaining
chips are sometimes cheap labour and lax environ-
mental concerns. Globalisation and economic re-
forms may well lead us to greater environmental
deterioration (Sivaramakrishnan, 1996). The struggle
to achieve an environmentally sustainable global
economy will be won or lost in the world’s cities but
the urban environment is now firmly driving the en-
vironmental crisis generally (UN Habitat II, 1996).
Although they take up just 2 percent of the Earth’s
surface, cities consume most of the world’s natural
resources and cause most of the pollution and waste.
Particularly in the cities of the developed world ex-
cessive consumption of natural resources is dramat-
ically reducing the global resource base and is lead-
ing to urban health problems on an unprecedented
scale.
Along with the benefits of urbanisation have come
environmental and social problems of staggering
proportions. Environmental problems aremost severe
in those developing world cities experiencing rapid
economic growth. Many people in these cities live
in life threatening conditions. In 1995 polluted air
in 36 cities in India alone killed some 52,000 people,
representing a 28 percent increase from the early
1990s. Today more than 600 million people in the
undeveloped world are living in cities without ad-
equate shelter. At least 220 million of the urban poor
lack any access to clean drinking water and more
than 420 million do not have the simplest toilet.
Between one and two thirds of the solid waste gener-
ated in these cities is left to pile up in streets and
drains, contributing to flooding and the spread of
disease, adding to an enormous toll of largely pre-
ventable deaths. Around 1.1 billion live in urban
areas where air pollution exceeds health limits.
Almost all of global urban growth over the coming
decades will occur in the developing world, where
it is already proving almost impossible to create the
services and infrastructure needed to support the
swelling urban masses and expand agricultural land
and capital fast enough to accommodate the huge
natural population increase in rural areas. There is
no historical precedent for changes of this scale and
speed and there is little guidance as to the magnitude
of problems that such growthmight pose. Large cities
of the developing countries lack both the human and
technical resources necessary to deal with the full
range of urban development needs. Rapid population
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growth has increased the tendency of cities in devel-
oping countries to outgrow the resources of the eco-
nomies they are supposed to nourish and support.
The traditional range of public services, utilities and
welfare taken for granted in cities of developed
countries are simply not generally available to the
inhabitants of most of the cities of the developing
countries, which suffer from a lack of finance, infra-
structure and skills at all levels.
Two Agendas
Increasing debate has led to the consolidation of
urban environmental agendas and the definition of
a specific body of problems and policy issues. There
is very real concern for the sustainability of cities on
two levels. The first is global and involves, what is
referred to as the green agenda problems such as
global warming, ozone-layer depletion, loss of bio-
diversity, deforestation, and the exhaustion of non-
renewable resources. Cities of the world affect not
just the health of their own citizens but the health of
the planet. It is clear that the world’s cities will not
prosper if collectively their impact on the planet is
unsustainable. Governments and environmentalist
groups from the advanced nations considered the
green agenda problems to be a priority, so the “Earth
Summit” in 1992 focused on these issues. But, for
the developingworld, global environmental problems
are less critical than the need to resolve the immedi-
ate and acute problems relating to poverty and the
so-called brown agenda problems of air and water
pollution, inadequate waste management, the lack
of basic services and green areas, declining infrastruc-
ture, and poor housing conditions, as well as issues
of health, crime, violence, and social exclusion.
Among developing countries it is a commonly held
belief in that the green agenda cannot be addressed
until the urgent problems of urban social deprivation
and inequalities are resolved (Stren et al, 1992).
While there is no clear dividing line between the
two agendas, they can be distinguished along a
number of different dimensions: spatial, temporal
and political. The brown agenda addresses those en-
vironmental burdens more typically associated with
poverty and issues that aremore local and immediate;
generally affecting urban inhabitants in today’s cities.
While the green agenda addresses environmental
burdens more typically associated with affluence and
issues that are more dispersed, delayed and that will
largely affect future generations. Both carry conflicts
and complementarities. Aware of the mismatch
between the global green agenda and the problems
confronting cities, researchers and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) have been advocating a re-
newed focus on the brown agenda and particularly
the problems of pollution, poverty, and environment-
al hazards in cities today. The argument is not for
less attention to be paid to global concerns but for
recognition that urban and global concerns are inter-
related and must both be addressed.
Towards Sustainability
The transition to an urbanized world continues to
have a profound effect on the physical arrangement
of cities, their resource consumption, and their envir-
onmental impact. Throughout the last decade a
cluster of United Nations conferences and conven-
tions, beginning with the Earth Summit in 1992, have
discussed the continuing deterioration of the ecosys-
tems on which we depend for our well-being, and
identified a common need to develop a global part-
nership for sustainable development. Recognizing
that conditions in the world’s cities, particularly those
in undeveloped nations, had reached crisis point, the
Habitat II (the ‘City Summit’) Conference, held in
Istanbul in 1996, concluded with a global call to ac-
tion to improve the quality of life within human set-
tlements in cities around the world. Paragraph 4 of
TheHabitat Agenda: Istanbul Declaration onHuman
Settlements identified a need to confront problems
such as:
• unsustainable consumption and production pat-
terns, particularly in industrialized countries;
• unsustainable population changes, including
changes in structure and distribution, giving pri-
ority consideration to the tendency towards ex-
cessive population concentration;
• homelessness;
• increasing poverty;
• unemployment;
• social exclusion;
• family instability;
• inadequate resources;
• lack of basic infrastructure and services;
• lack of adequate planning;
• growing insecurity and violence;
• environmental degradation;
• increased vulnerability to disasters.
A pro-growth development paradigm has under-
pinned the formation of the built environment
throughout the 20th century. The Club of Rome’s
Limits to Growth report (Meadows, Meadows,
Randers, Behrens, 1972) highlighted an inherent
fundamental flaw, pointing out that global growth
in population numbers, resource use, waste produc-
tion, and pollution is exponential. While this kind of
growth displays a gentle and gradual curve for a long
time it rapidly shoots up in a very short period of
time. What might seem like a manageable rate of
resource use and waste disposal can quickly result
in dangerously low levels of available resources and
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dangerously high levels of pollution. Environmental-
ists now question whether the rapid growth of cities
in recent years can be sustained. They argue that in
order that the quality of life of their inhabitants be
maintained, let alone enhanced, the aggregate impact
of cities on the environment—a product of the rela-
tionship between population, per capita consumption
or economic activity, and energy/material flow per
unit—must be radically reduced.
Sustainability involves a move from a current
condition of unsustainable activity towards a process
of improvement and increased quality. Essentially
the term is used to indicate a change of attitude to-
wards prioritizing ways of life that are in balance
with the current renewable resources of the ecosys-
tem and the biosphere. How we might better under-
stand the nature of this balance and its relationship
to the built and natural environments, thus helping
to inform decision-making at various levels, is the
subject of ongoing research. Althoughwe are unclear
about how much damage has already been inflicted
on the biosphere a precautionary approach is pro-
posed as a practical way forward. In the face of in-
herent uncertainty, risk is not an appropriate ap-
proach. Failure to maintain a viable biosphere will
be catastrophic and irreversible.
The widespread interest in theories, ethics, and
practice concerning sustainability indicates an increas-
ing concern about the adverse impacts that conven-
tional models of development have had on the envir-
onment, in both the developed and undeveloped parts
of the world. Today, as urban environmental prob-
lems have been brought more sharply into focus,
sustainable development is being described as a
fundamental goal. The term has been used in recent
years to catalyze debate concerning the relationship
between economic growth and the natural resource
base on which it depends. It was provided a global
definition by the Brundtland Commission report
(World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment, 1987) as development that meets the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their own needs. The
definition implies that a balance can be found
between howmuch development we are able tomake
while still preserving the environment to the extent
that it can sustain an acceptable quality of human
life in the future. It is not about the environment per
se but involves a more complex, holistic, and system-
ic approach that mediates between social, economic
and environmental processes and cuts across discip-
lines and subject areas. By suggesting that environ-
mental protection and continuing economic growth
can be seen as mutually compatible, it attempts to
displace the limits to growth argument.
Although often criticized as being vague and even
contradictory, the concept of sustainable develop-
ment has, in recent years, begun to achieve political
priority status among government institutions seeking
a planned response to urban environmental problems.
Alternative ways of re-thinking and reforming the
built environment within a rapidly urbanizing world
are now being considered. Within the academic and
policy literature emerging around the notion of sus-
tainable cities, a number of different models have
been developed which represent different views of
how such environments might be realized (Haughton
& Hunter, 1994). Some advocate re-designing the
physical fabric of the city in order to improve re-
source efficiency and bring about more self-reliant
settlements. This approach involves the frugal use
of energy and natural resources while working
within the carrying capacity of the local region. It
also implies that the ecological footprint and energy
budget for human settlements are vastly reduced. A
move towards a smaller, more compact settlement
pattern interspersed with productive areas for collect-
ing energy, to grow crops for food, fiber and energy,
and recycle wastes has been suggested as the way
forward. The compact city idea is now being pro-
moted as a major component of the various strategies
emerging to tackle these problems (Breheny, 1996).
The rationale for its implementation lies in a set of
benefits that are seen as the outcome of more com-
pact urban forms in which travel distances are re-
duced lessening fuel emissions, rural land is saved
from development, local facilities are supported, and
local areas become more autonomous.
It is clear that many of the environmental problems
we currently face are directly or indirectly related to
issues of urban lifestyles and consumption patterns,
which have far-reaching and long-term effects, not
only within the city’s own boundaries, but on the
entire surrounding region. The collective term used
to define these relationships refers to the ecological
footprint of cities. Today the effects of urban activit-
ies have, in many cases, outweighed the relative ad-
vantages of agglomeration and centrality that they
otherwise offer, and the ecological footprints of ex-
isting cities cover almost the entire planet. Meeting
the needs of the current global population in the same
way that those of Western urban inhabitants are
currently met would require a fewmore planets with
the same resources as Earth (Wackernagel and Rees,
1996). As urban populations and cities expand,
competition for these dwindling areas of resource is
growing while, simultaneously, areas of fertile land
and rain forests are rapidly disappearing. As a result,
throughout the underdeveloped world populations
are being forced onto marginal lands, generally ill
suited to agriculture due to adverse climatic and to-
pographical conditions. Urban systems are undermin-
ing the planet’s health and failing to provide decent
living conditions for millions of people. Given the
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clear physical limitations urban ecological footprints
should themselves have defined limits. But, in the
first instance, they need be reduced from their current
levels.
Planning for Sustainability
The brown agenda presents a renewed challenge to
the planning and management of cities. While
Breheny (1996) highlights the lack of any cogent
debate on issues of urban sustainability, a growing
body of work now exists which examines and pro-
motes the idea of the ‘sustainable city’ or ‘sustainable
urban development’ in a general sense (see, for ex-
ample, Stren et al 1992; Haughton & Hunter, 1994;
Smith et al., 1998), in relation to particular issues
like energy consumption, pollution, and transporta-
tion (for example, Nijkamp & Perrels, 1994; World
Resource Institute [WRI], 1996); Girardet (1999),
andwith regard to urban form (for example, Breheny,
1992; Calthorpe, 1993; Jenks et al. 1996; Frey,
1999).
Urban sustainability requires that we see urban
systems as ecosystems, where humans through their
actions, have produced changes that have thrown the
global ecosystems off balance. The challenge then
is to establish what actions need to be taken to
counter the negative effects of human activity and
maintain equilibrium within the parameters of sus-
tainability. A city’s use of resources has been meas-
ured in terms of its ‘ecological footprint’ - an area
geographically dispersed throughout the world and
much larger than the physical boundary of the city
itself (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996). According to
Girardet (1992) the key to the reduction of urban
ecological footprints lies in cities adopting a “circular
metabolism”, where consumption is reduced by im-
plementing efficiencies andwhere re-use of resources
is maximised. Material recycling, waste reduction,
energy conservation and the use of renewable energy
sources are approaches, which are recognised as part
of this strategy. Girardet argues that, since the major-
ity of current production and consumption takes place
in cities, the current “linear metabolism” involving
processes that involve high levels of production and
consumption must be replaced by those that aim at
a circular system of use and re-use. Such a process
would increase a city’s efficiency and lessen its en-
vironmental impact.
Following Girardet, Rogers (1997) believes that
to achieve a circular metabolism cities must be
planned to manage their use of resources. In order
to move towards this he argues that we need to devel-
op a new from of “comprehensive holistic urban
planning” that will signal a “new and dynamic equi-
librium between society, cities and nature”. He de-
scribes his approach to urban sustainability as a rein-
terpretation and reinvention of the ‘dense city’
model which would adopt modern technologies to
redefine the social advantages of proximity. Rogers’
main argument is presented in favour of “compact
mixed-use nodes” forming “lively sustainable
neighbourhoods”. His ‘sustainable city’ would con-
sist of as a series of inter-linked sustainable com-
munities consisting of “overlapping domains”, of
balanced “multi-activity, dense urban structures”, of
“pedestrianisation” and “three-dimensional plan-
ning”.
The Compact City?
The contemporary debate on sustainable urban form
took off in the 1980s when it was acknowledged that
city planning had a significant role to play in the
promotion of sustainable development. Since then
the environmental imperative has revived the idea
that the planning of cities is a legitimate, indeed
crucial, practice. As the debate has focused on envir-
onmental sustainability - and in particular the issues
of global warming and urban sprawl - the ‘centrist’
view of urban compaction has gained ascendancy
over the ‘decentrist’ view.
Whilst the arguments are far from resolved in fa-
vour of urban compaction this has become, by far,
the most popular policy approach, endorsed by, for
example, the European Commission’s 1990 Green
Paper on the Urban Environment. The Green Paper
called for a return to the ‘compact city’ along the
lines of the densely developed cores of many historic
European towns and cities (Dantzig and Saaty, 1973).
The high population densities in such places are
deemed to encourage social mix and interaction and
make them good places to live andwork. Arguments
for the compact city form suggest that it can address
the physical and social urban environmental prob-
lems within the brown agenda. As a result of the
containment of high population densities within a
compact city form existing infrastructure and previ-
ously developed land can be re-used while existing
urban areas can be regenerated and revitalised thus
allowing the surrounding countryside to be con-
served. The promotion of affordable public transport
means that the daily travel needs of the majority of
the urban population can be met without widespread
use of the car, levels of traffic related pollution are
decreased along with the risk of death and injury in
road traffic accidents, and as congestion is alleviated
accessibility and mobility can improve. High popu-
lation densities mean that a policy of mixed land-use
becomes viable, travel distances are reduced, cycling
and walking become the most energy efficient ways
of moving around, and so car-dependency is further
reduced. Less car-use means a reduction in the most
rapidly growing source of “greenhouse gas” emis-
THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL, CULTURAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY, VOLUME 3
6
sions - chemicals that have the potential to contribute
to global warming such as carbon dioxide, chloro-
fluorocarbons (CFCs), nitrous oxide, and carbon
monoxide. It also means a reduction in energy de-
mand leading to a lowering in the level of consump-
tion of non-renewable fossil fuels, and improved air
quality & consequently better health.
A denser urban fabric would increase opportunities
for economies of scale allowing for energy savings
due to agglomeration, the introduction of collective
‘soft energy’ systems (solar, wind, water power, etc.)
and renewable electricity supply, the promotion of
community based material recycling policies - glass,
metal, paper, and some plastics, the promotion of
large-scale biological waste treatments, and further
reductions in levels of pollution associated with an
overall reduction in energy consumption.
There are several arguments opposed to the com-
pact city idea. There are those who argue that it ig-
nores the fondness for suburban living; that telecom-
munication advances contradict the concept; that
rural communities could be neglected; that there
could be a loss of amenity and privacy; and that there
is, in any case, a lot of uncertainty concerning future
patterns of population growth and dispersal. David
Harvey, for example, raises the general concern about
the activities of planners who put physical things,
like urban form, before social processes. This leads
to failed attempts at social engineering based on
changing the physical fabric of cities but concedes
that “high density urbanised living and inspired forms
of urban design are the only paths to a more ecolo-
gically sensitive form of civilisation in the twenty
first century” (Harvey, 1996).
Globalopolis, the dominance of urban sprawl, and
the deteriorating urban environment, seem to be de-
manding big solutions or ‘metanarratives’. The post-
Brundtland (1987) political urgency of the sustain-
able city debate has taken hold in recent years. As
countries’ commitment to the sustainable develop-
ment idea has increased throughout the last twenty
years, governments are keen to deliver major envir-
onmental improvements (in line with both the green
and brown agendas) and are looking to planning
systems to achieve greater urban compaction. Eager
to meet international environmental obligations,
politicians are pressing on with specific ‘centrist’
policies, before the research community have been
able to confirm what effect such policies will have.
Even although questions remain on whether the
compact city can deliver sustainability, the focus of
the debate is now on technical questions on how to
achieve compaction. There is general consensus that
a city must be sustainable not only in terms of how
it functions economically and socially but also envir-
onmentally. In searching for sustainable urban form
and structure the need for a holistic approach is now
largely accepted. Considerable consensus exists in
developed nations around many policy goals, such
as improving energy conservation, reducing car de-
pendence and in a shift towards more compact city
forms, with higher residential densities and mixed
land uses (Haughton, 1999).
The centrist view is now being promoted both
academically and politically and areas of difference
over policy measures tend to be ones of degree rather
than fundamental disagreement. Questions remain,
however, as to whether the compact city will deliver
the kind of environmental gains that our governments
are now obliged to achieve and the broader questions
surrounding the social, economic, and cultural viab-
ility of transforming existing cities into more com-
pact versions remain. It seems unthinkable that, as
profound lifestyle changes characterise the early
years of the twenty-first century, that one model will
offer a solution to the complex and multivalent
problems of accommodating sustainable societies.
It is more likely that the search for sustainable urban
form will be better redirected to the search for a
number of different approaches, models and forms
that can respond to the variety of existing settlement
patterns and contexts.
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